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ABSTRACT 


Scholars and Researchers have delved into 
reform credentials of such eminent East African 
scholars like Sh. Al-Amin bin Ali Mazrui (1891- 
1947), Sh. Muhammad Kassim Mazrui (1912- 
1982) and Sh. Abdalla Swaleh Farsy (1912-1982). 
Yet their role model has never been a subject of 
study. This paper intends to dig deeper and 
discuss Sheikh Ali bin Abdalla bin Naf’i Mazrui 
(1825-1894) who was amongst the pioneers of 
pre-colonial scholars in East Africa. 


Introduction 


Sheikh Ali bin Abdalla was a central figure in the history 
of Islam in the East African Coast. He was a widely 
travelled Scholar (‘Ulamaa), a sort of visiting professor. 
He was virtually like a Mobile University along the East 
African Coast. He travelled from one town to another, 
setting up classes (satellite campuses) everywhere he 


went. He was a scholar par excellence whose legacy 
includes many of the modern day reformers amongst 
the East African religious leaders. 


Sh. Ali bin Abdalla was born in Mombasa in 1825. He 
comes from a lineage of Mazrui scholars in East Africa. 
He was the son of Sh. Abdalla bin Naf’i Mazrui, an 
eminent “Ulamaa and one of the advisors to the then 
Mombasa Mazrui Government. In 1837 Sh. Abdalla bin 
Naf’i left Kenya for Arabia (present day Saudi Arabia). He 
left Mombasa for Mecca accompanied with his two 
sons, Sh. Ali and Sh. Ahmad bin Abdalla — [1]. Sh. Ali b. 
Abdalla then was only 12 years old. The three were 
going for higher studies - what today can be referred to 
as postgraduate studies. Observers believe Sh. Abdalla 
b. Naf’i was actually relocating to Mecca partly because 
of the continuous conflict between the Mazrui, Sayyid 
Said and the British, each party fighting to gain control 
of Mombasa. 


In 1846, after a study tour of nine years in Mecca, Sh. Ali 
bin Abdalla and his father decided to travel back home 
to share their knowledge with fellow East Africans. Sh. 
Ahmed b. Abdalla opted to remain behind and live in 
Mecca. As fate would have it, the father, Sh. Abdalla bin 
Nafi, never made it back home. He passed away before 
he left the shores of Arabia at Bandar Shihr. In 1854, Sh. 
Ali bin Abdalla again travelled back to Mecca for further 
studies — “may be for his PhD!” 


Restless Reformer 


Sh. Ali bin Abdalla was a restless reformer! He took his 
social responsibility with gusto. It was as if he was in a 
hurry to accomplish his reform agenda and impart the 
knowledge he had acquired, to as many people as 
possible and to as far and wide as he could reach. He set 
up classes across the East African coast from Mombasa, 
Takaungu, Wasini and Gasi on the Kenyan coast, and to 
Zanzibar and Pemba on the Tanzanian coast. He created 
a paradigm shift in practice and understanding of Islam. 
It was virtually a total shift in approach from the 
conservative mode of earlier scholars of the East African 
coast. While his scholarly work and reform agenda was 
recognized and appreciated by Sayyid Majid bin Said 
during his reign (1856-1870), Sayyid Barghash bin Said in 
his reign (1870-1888) felt challenged. In recognition of 
Sh. Ali b. Abdalla’s depth of Islamic knowledge, Syd. 
Majid appointed him as the Qadi of Mombasa. Syd. 
Barghash instead felt challenged and ended up jailing 
him in Zanzibar in late 1887 during one of Sh. Ali bin 
Abdalla’s tour of Pemba. When Syd. Barghash passed 
away in March 1888, Syd. Khalifa bin Said (r. 1888-1890) 
immediately released Sh. Ali b. Abdalla. As a true 
Mujahid, he resumed his social responsibilities of 
travelling and reform. [2] 


The Status of Sh. Ali b. Abdalla in Society 


Sh. Ali b. Abdalla was highly respected by the high and 
the mighty in society, by his peers, students and by the 
Ummah in general. A few examples would suffice: 

e When Syd. Barghash passed away in March 1888, 
Syd. Khalifa b. Said (r.1888-1890) requested to 
be crowned by Sh. Ali b. Abdalla. He therefore 
ordered the immediate release of Sh. Ali b. 
Abdalla from prison (he had been jailed by Syd. 
Barghash). Sh. Ali b. Abdalla proceeded to the 
palace, raised the hand of Syd. Khalifa, installed 
him to the throne and presided over his swearing 
in as the new Sultan of Zanzibar and the Ten Mile 
Coastal strip. [3] 


e Syd. Khalifa wanted to end the hostility between 
the Sultanate and Sh. Mbaruk b. Rashid b. Salim 
Mazrui. He wanted to enter into a peace treaty 
with Sh. Mbaruk, the Mazrui rebel and Governor 
of Gasi {South Coast of Kenya - (r.1869-1896)}. 
Syd. Khalifa called upon Sh. Ali b. Abdalla and 
requested him to organise a meeting between 
the two of them. 


Sh. Ali b. Abdalla as a cousin to Sh. Mbaruk knew 
that the task would not be easy. As a friend to 
both parties, he needed to get a firm 
commitment from Syd. Khalifa that he would not 
betray Sh. Mbaruk; that he would be treated 


with decorum befitting his status; and that his 
passage to Zanzibar and back to Gasi would be 
safe and peaceful. Once the promises were made 
and confirmed by a solemn oath and handshake, 
Sh. Ali b. Abdalla went to Gasi on board one of 
Syd. Khalifa’s ships. When the two Mazrui 
cousins met, Sh. Ali b. Abdalla informed Sh. 
Mbaruk about the Sultan’s request. His reply was 
that out of due respect for his cousin, he would 
travel to Zanzibar. The meeting was cordial and a 
truce agreed upon between the two leaders. [3] 


One of the Takaungu elders had intended to 
travel to Mecca for Hajj in 1882. Just before the 
departure date, Sh. Abdalla b. Nassir Shaksy had 
a stroke and his body was partly paralysed. He 
consulted Sh. Ali b. Abdalla as to what he should 
do with the funds as an alternative, so as to 
compensate for his inability to travel for Hajj. Sh. 
Ali b. Abdalla advised Sh. Abdalla b. Nassir to 
build a mosque. In Takaungu today, Masjid 
Shaksy which is more than 130 years old, stands 
as a memorabilia of the two elders. [3] 


Shaksy Mosque — Takaungu, built 1882 on recommendations 
of Sh. Ali b. Abdalla 


Reforms started by Sh. Ali b. Abdalla 


As a true Mujahid, he did not confine his classes to a 
select group. He was able to attract students from all 
over. He therefore changed the then prevalent tradition 
of segregating students according to their racial or 
ethnic backgrounds. And due to his constant travels 
along the coastline he had a bigger and wider reach. He 
produced scholars who were not constricted or 
restricted by perceived barriers. They became reformers 
in their own rights as can be adduced from several 
sources such as that of Sh. Al-Amin b. Ali Mazrui [1], Sh. 
Muhammad Kassim Mazrui [7], Sh. Abdalla Swaleh Farsy 
[8], Ustadh Harith Swaleh [9], Prof. F. S. Elmasri [10], Prof. 
Idha Salim [11], Prof. Hassan Mwakimako [4] and Prof. 
Randall Pouwels [12], Prof. Kai Kresse [13], in their books 
and research papers. 


Majority of East African scholars then tolerated local 
traditional beliefs; they played it safe so as not to attract 
the wrath of the elite in their respective societies. Sh. Ali 
b. Abdalla fought hard to ensure this did not continue. It 
is against this background, and the fact that he preached 
a tradition other than /badhism, that Syd. Barghash 
jailed him. Apparently he was not the only scholar who 
was in trouble with Syd. Barghash. Sh. Ali b. Khamis Al- 
Barwani (1852-1885) was also jailed and Syd. Ahmad b. 
Sumeyt (1861-1925) had to flee to save himself from the 
wrath of Syd. Barghash. [5] 


Towards the end of his life after his release, Sh. Ali b. 
Abdalla gained a higher momentum. His sails were set 
and his radar focused. Restless as ever, he trotted on. 


Even if he had not been fully successful in his reform 
agenda then, he did lay the foundation stone for those 
who came after him. Thanks to his pioneering role, latter 
day reformers had beacons that they could rely on, he 
became their role model. 


A Chain of Reformers 


During the reign of the Sultanate of Zanzibar, the Mazrui 
were a prominent community. They had been appointed 
as Qadi, Liwali (Governor) and Mudir (District Officer). 
Sh. Ali bin Abdalla bin Naf’i al-Mazrui was one of the 
earliest and most visionary of pre-colonial Mazrui Qadi. 
He was widely traveled and patronized prominent 


‘Ulamaa in the Middle East, especially the Hijaz. He also 
held the position of Qadi under various Sultans. Sheikh 
Ali bin Abdalla pioneered pre-colonial Mazrui 
scholarship while his progeny sustained its tradition in 
colonial and post-colonial Kenya. [4] 


An ‘Ulamaa gains recognition through his students. The 
higher the calibre of the students, the bigger is the 
recognition. Here are some of the students of Sh. Ali b. 
Abdalla [6], proving the diversity and spread of his 
students and the legacy he left behind: 


V Sh. Muhammad b. Kassim Al-Maamiry (1850- 
1910) of Mombasa. As the senior most 
student, he took over the classes of Sh. Ali b. 
Abdalla in Mombasa on his death in 1894 
thus transiting from student to teacher. 
Appointed Qadi of Mombasa. 

V Sh. Suleiman b. Ali b. Khamis b. Mbaruk Mazrui 
of Takaungu — became Qadi of Takaungu (1895- 
1910). He became a son-in-law of Sh. Ali b. 
Abdalla. 

V Sh. Rashid b. Ali b. Rashid Al-Mandhry (d.1926) of 
Mombasa. Appointed as Qadi of Lamu (1922- 
1925). 

V Sh. Nassor b. Ahmad b. Muhammad Mazrui of 
Takaungu — became Qadi of Malindi, Takaungu, 
Malindi (1906-1946). 

V Sh. Khalfan b. Abdalla Mazrui of Takaungu — 
became Qadi of Takaungu (1918-1925). 


V Sh. Ahmad b. Muhammad Mlomry of Zanzibar 
(1873-1936) — Sh. Abdalla Swaleh Farsy (1912- 
1982) was his top student. 

V Sh. AbduShakur b. Muhammad b. AbduRazak 
(1831-1921) of Zanzibar, a Shafi Scholar from the 
Bohra Community. 

yY Sh. Ali b. Abdalla b. Ali Al-Mandhry (d.1916) from 
Pemba. He took over Sh. Ali b. Abdalla’s classes 
in Pemba. 

¥ Sh. Muhammad Hirji (d.1915) of Zanzibar, a 
Sunni scholar from the Khoja Community. 

V Sh. Muhammad b. Ahmad Al-Murony (d.1890) of 
Zanzibar - one of the Zanzibar scholars. 

v Sh. Hamdan b. AbdulKadir Kahtany (d.1916) of 
Zanzibar - one of the Zanzibar scholars. 


V Sh. Umar b. Stambul b. Abi Bakri (1854-1910) of 
Tanga. He became the Qadi of Tanga. 

V Sh. Shehe b. Sero (d.1909) of Tanga. He was 
instrumental in converting many to Islam in the 
greater Tanga region. 


Strange Request by Sh. Ali bin Abdalla’s On His Death 
Bed 


Most people’s will on their death-bed is about 
inheritance — wealth, business or family. For Sh. Ali, his 
intuition was directing him to the future role of his 4- 
year old son, Al-Amin. He was concerned most likely 
about continuity of his reform agenda on the Ummah. 
So his will on his death-bed was handing over his 4 year 
old son to his cousin and student, Sh. Suleiman b. Ali 
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Mazrui. These were his parting words: “I am handing 
over my son to you today, give him back to me in the 
Hereafter.” 


SubhanaLlah! Very powerful last words! Sh. Suleiman 
took this solemn responsibility very seriously. As a 
scholar who became the Qadi of Mombasa and later as 
Chief Qadi of Kenya during the colonial days, he 
understood the expectations of Sh. Ali b. Abdalla. 


Sh. Ali b. Abdalla passed away on Tuesday 14" August 
1894 in Mombasa. His death was a big blow not only to 
his kith and kin, but also to his students, peers and the 
Ummah at large. The East African coast was engulfed in 
a cloud of sadness and emptiness only experienced at 
the departure of such affectionate “Ulamaa — it was the 
end of an era! 


Sh. Ali b. Abdalla was buried at the Mazrui Cemetery 
opposite Fort Jesus in Mombasa 


Alhamdu Lillah! Sh. Ali b. Abdalla b. Nafi’i Mazrui was 
not only an “Ulamaa but he was a system. And as a 
system he left a lasting legacy. 


Sh. Ali bin Abdalla’s Legacy 


Amongst Sh. Ali bin Abdalla’s legacy are the following: 


o Tafsir Jalaaleyn — While preparing for their trip to Mecca for 
studies, Sh. Ali bin Abdalla wrote for his father a copy of the 
Tafsir so that he can use it during his studies. Sh. Abdalla bin 
Naf’i studied both Tafsir Jalaaleyn (Mahally and Suyuty) under 
the Mecca Scholar, Sh. Ahmad b. Muhammad ad-Dimyaty. Sh. 
Abdalla bin Nafi Mazrui added his notes on the very pages of 
his son’s hand-written copy of the Tafsir. This translation was 
later used by the father during his own classes. In succession 
the translation was passed over and used by Sh. Ali b. Abdalla 
Mazrui, Sh. Suleiman b. Ali Mazrui, Sh. Al-Amin Mazrui and Sh. 
Muhammad Kassim Mazrui. Each of the first four scholars 
added their own notes during their respective times. It is a very 
unique translation of the Qur’an with a very rich blend of 
commentaries from four scholars. 


o Manuscripts: 


1. Addurus-Sabigha fi Mas-alati Ruuyati 
At-Bari Subhanahu wa-Taala 

2. Sherhe “Dalailil Khairat” 

3. A treatise on “Shamailit-Tirmidhy” 

4. Tarjama of “Ahlil Badr” 
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Sh. Ali b. Abdalla Syd Ahmad b. Sumeyt 
(1825-1894) (1861-1925) 


Sh. Al-Amin b. Ali Mazrui (1891-1947) with his Guardian, Teacher & 
Father-in Sh. Suleiman Mazrui (1867-1937) 


Sh. Muhammad Kassim Mazrui Sh. Abdalla Swaleh Farsy 
(1912-1982) (1912-1982) 
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Syd Majid b. Said Syd. Barghash b. Said Syd. Khalifa b. Said 
(r.1856-Oct.1870) (r.1870-Mar.1888) (r.1888-Feb.1890) 
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